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L2 Writers’ Experience With Peer Review
in Mainstream First-Year Writing:
Socioacademic Dimensions
Megan M. Siczek
The George Washington University
This article describes a qualitative inquiry into the peer review experience of
second-language (L2) international students enrolled in a mainstream first-year
writing (FYW) course at a private university in the eastern United States. Data
collection involved semistructured interviews with 10 L2 students at three points
during the semester they were enrolled in the FYW course. Three themes were
identified through inductive data analysis: (a) perception of self, (b) perception
of peers, and (c) perception of process. A discussion of the findings highlights the
complex ways these themes overlap to deepen our understanding of peer review
as a meaningful socioacademic activity in multilingual classroom settings.
Keywords: peer review, first-year writing, second-language writers
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First-year writing (FYW) has been called the most commonly taught
and required course in U.S. college curricula; in addition to providing
writing instruction, it can be an early and formative experience in the
academic life of undergraduates (Fleming, 2011). In recent decades, FYW
classrooms have become increasingly multicultural and multilingual;
this diversity necessitates a new understanding of the attitudes, interactions, and practices that shape diverse students’ experiences (Conference
on College Composition & Communication [CCCC], 2014; Hall, 2014).
In many cases, especially for second language (L2) international students,
FYW is the first place they are exposed to peer review as a pedagogical
activity. Peer review maps with a process-based approach to writing
(Elbow, 1973; Flower & Hayes, 1981) that targets the cycle of planning,
drafting, feedback, and revision, thus reinforcing the recursive nature of
producing written text. Viewed as an alternative, or at least a complementary, means of offering feedback on writing, peer review shifts some
evaluative authority away from instructors and onto students and engages
them more actively in their own learning (DiPardo & Freedman, 1988;
Hu, 2005; Nicol et al., 2014). Engaging with feedback for the purpose
of revision also highlights the rhetorical relationship between writer
and reader and facilitates audience awareness (Mittan, 1989). Finally,
peer review enables students to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses
in their peers’ writing (Cho & Cho, 2011; Mittan, 1989) and develop
“understandings of themselves and others both as classroom writers and
as classroom learners of writing” (Hu, 2005, p. 325).
Peer review is a ubiquitous pedagogical practice in FYW and has
been the subject of much research in the field of L2 writing (Chang,
2016; Yu & Lee, 2016). However, limited research has been done on the
peer review experience of L2 writers in the mainstream curriculum, particularly in FYW classroom settings where many of the students speak
English as their first language (L1). This article was motivated by a surprising finding in a larger qualitative research study (Siczek, 2018) on
the lived experience of L2 international students who were taking a
mainstream FYW course at a private university in the eastern United
States. When asked to reflect on the overall class experience in the
final reflective interview, every participant commented that peer review
Siczek, M. M. (2020). L2 Writers’ experience with peer review in mainstream first-year writing:
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had been a significant—and positive—element of the experience. This
finding intrigued me, and I was motivated to re-engage with interview
data from the original study to explore how L2 international students
described their experience engaging in peer review in the context of a
mainstream FYW class. For the purposes of this research, I considered
the mainstream writing classroom a socioacademic space.
The conceptual model I developed (see Figure 1) is grounded in a sociocultural theoretical framework, in which learning is situated in a context that
is shaped not only by the course material but also by mediated interactions
among members of the classroom community (Englert et al., 2006; Lantolf
& Pavlenko, 1995; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Watson-Gegeo, 2004; Zuengler &
Miller, 2006). This model further captures the “arc” of students’ lived experience in the class, reflecting French philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer’s arc
of projection and reflection (van Manen, 1990). Students are projected from
their forestructure, which represents the experiences and understandings
that they carry into the new learning situation. These understandings—
along with students’ mediated interactions with their peers and instructor
as well as course materials and assignments during the class—shape their
overall socioacademic experience. Intentional reflection at the end of the
semester enables students to make sense of their experience and carry these
understandings forward into new learning situations. Peer review is considered a socioacademic activity because it involves the four mutually influential
elements at the core of the socioacademic model (i.e., self, peers, instructional materials and tasks, and instructor). To provide greater insight into
peer review as a socioacademic activity, this article explores how peer review
was described by 10 L2 students during the semester they were enrolled in a
mainstream FYW course that was mainly populated by L1 students.
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Figure 1

Socioacademic Space Model
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Literature Review: Peer Review as Contextually Situated
While peer review has a pedagogical goal of improving writing outcomes through the recursive process of drafting, feedback, and revision, it
is also part of a larger process of socialization into the writing classroom
and broader discourse community (Liu & Hansen, 2002). Peer review is
thought to promote social integration and peer-to-peer interaction (Ferris,
2003; Hu & Lam, 2010) and collaborative learning (Bruffee, 1984; Liu &
Hansen, 2002). In line with the broader theoretical proposition that
knowledge is socially constructed, peer review is sometimes grounded in
sociocultural theories, such as Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development, Lave and Wenger’s (1991) situated learning, and activity theory
as applied in the work of Yu and Lee (2015) and Zhu and Mitchell (2012).
Examining peer review through a sociocultural lens maps with Hyland
and Hyland’s (2006) call for more robust descriptions of “the contextual
environments in which feedback is given and received” (p. 96) and Yu and
Lee’s (2016) emphasis on the need for more research that examines the
“affective, cognitive, and sociocultural aspects of peer interaction” (p. 485).
Liu and Hansen (2002) outlined the key benefits and constraints of
peer review in L2 writing contexts across four major dimensions: practical, linguistic, social, and cognitive. These categories were largely echoed
in the work of Ferris (2003) and Ferris and Hedgcock (2014). Hansen
and Liu (2005) situate the structured activity of peer review in a cognitive
context, helping set the stage for positive classroom interactions. We also
see coverage of the socioacademic dimensions of peer review in research
that explores the settings in which this mediated activity takes place
(Hyland & Hyland, 2006; Hansen & Liu, 2005), including its group-based
orientation (di Pardo & Freedman, 1988) and its potential to build community (Ferris, 2003). Villamil and de Guerrero (1996) and de Guerrero
and Villamil (2000) explored, among other things, the sociocognitive
dimension of peer review and its potential for the mutual scaffolding of
learning. Research has also considered patterns of interactions (Storch,
2004; Villamil & de Guerrero, 2006), the stances that students adopt in
peer review (Lockhart & Ng, 1995; Mangelsdorf & Schlumberger, 1992;
Zhu & Mitchell, 2012), and students’ motives for engaging with peer
review (Storch, 2004; Yu & Lee, 2015; Zhu & Mitchell, 2012).
Siczek, M. M. (2020). L2 Writers’ experience with peer review in mainstream first-year writing:
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In the field of L2 writing, literature reviews that have been recently
published attest to a research interest in peer review that has spanned
several decades (Chang, 2016; Yu & Lee, 2016). L2 writing studies in the
1990s suggested that L2 writers were not receptive to their peers’ feedback
because of the perception of the instructor as the only source of authority
(Zhang, 1995; Nelson & Carson, 1998). Based on a qualitative case study
of L2 writers, Hyland (2000) warned that instructors may be too heavy
handed in the design and facilitation of peer review activities, an involvement that may have the effect of diminishing student engagement with the
task. Other research has found that although there is a general perception
that peer review is beneficial to writing, L2 students may lack the confidence to provide feedback in English, which may influence their attitude
toward peer review (Allaei & Connor, 1990; Braine, 1996; Mangelsdorf,
1992). However, a comprehensive literature review conducted by Chang
(2016) found that, on the whole, research findings in the last three decades
indicate that L2 students were receptive to peer review as long as it “complemented rather than replaced teacher feedback” (p. 86).
Though research into peer review has tended to examine either an
L1 or an L2 writing context, Zhu (2001) attempted to bridge this gap in
case study research on interactions in three mixed L1 and L2 peer review
groups in a mainstream composition course. Findings indicate that L2 students took fewer turns in communicating feedback orally but produced
similar amounts of written feedback on drafts, though the feedback tended
to be global rather than local in nature because L2 students were less confident commenting on language-related aspects of their peers’ writing.
Mangelsdorf and Ruecker (2018) explored a graduate-level context where
L1 and L2 students were enrolled in the same classes and concluded that
the language backgrounds of students did not seem to impede their interaction in peer response; in fact, the graduate students developed increased
rhetorical awareness as a result of working with peers from diverse linguistic and disciplinary backgrounds.
In one of the rare examples of a study that examined peer review in
a mixed L1 and L2 FYW context, Ruecker (2014) collected data from 31
L1 and L2 students in a class that used a “writing workshop” approach to
peer review. Though the L2 students noted initial anxiety—and, in fact,
Siczek, M. M. (2020). L2 Writers’ experience with peer review in mainstream first-year writing:
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maintained concern—about their own contributions to the process, they
had a positive view of the feedback they received from their L1 peers. This
positive perspective was especially true when the feedback was seen as
helpful and authoritative; however, the L2 students acknowledged feeling
somewhat demoralized when the feedback they received was harsh. While
L2 students felt constrained in their ability to offer sentence-level feedback to their L1 peers, they gained confidence offering content feedback
and developed greater rhetorical awareness via peer response. Ruecker
warns, however, of the ways that “native speakerism” can create a power
imbalance when peer review occurs in mixed classroom settings.
Methods
Based on this review of the literature, it is clear that there is a limited
base of research on peer review experiences in mixed L1 and L2 FYW
contexts and a need for more research about peer review as a tool of socioacademic integration. The present study begins to fill this gap by answering
the following research question: How does peer review in a predominantly
L1 FYW class shape L2 writers’ socioacademic experience?
The central content of this article was drawn from a larger qualitative
research study that was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB).
During the Spring 2014 semester, I engaged in semistructured interviews
with 10 L2 international students who were enrolled in a required mainstream FYW course in a private east coast U.S. university. I interviewed each
student three times during the semester to capture the “arc” of their lived
experience over time (see Figure 1). In this institutional setting, FYW was a
rigorous four-credit course in which students deeply engaged with an intellectual theme to develop their capacity for high-quality academic writing
at a university level. Though the thematic content varied in the course sections the study participants were enrolled in, they all described this class
as challenging and fast-paced and often felt a decided pressure to keep up
with readings and class discussions, to make meaningful contributions, and
to produce written text that met university standards. According to interviews, participants were likely to be the only L2 international student—or
one of few—in their FYW section, and their direct interaction with their
L1 peers appeared very limited outside of the peer review process.
Siczek, M. M. (2020). L2 Writers’ experience with peer review in mainstream first-year writing:
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Participants in this study were identified using criterion sampling,
whereby L2 international students who had completed an English for
Academic Purposes (EAP) academic writing course the previous semes
ter and were currently enrolled in the mainstream FYW class were
invited to participate in a series of three semi-structured interviews over
the course of the semester. The timing of the interviews was designed to
coincide with the “arc” of the socioacademic space model, targeting (a)
their entry into the class, (b) their description and interpretation of the
class at the midpoint in the semester, and (c) their reflection upon completion of the course. Interviews lasted between 45 and 60 minutes and
were audio recorded and professionally transcribed. For a list of participants, see Table 1.
Table 1
List of Participants
Pseudonym

Hometown

Language(s) spoken in home
environment

Han gil

Chungju, South Korea

Korean

Crystal

Tianjin, China

Mandarin

Ai

Guangzhou, China

Cantonese, Mandarin

John

Guayaquil, Ecuador

Spanish

Amy

Beijing, China

Mandarin

Lora

Baotou, China (inner Mongolia)

Mandarin

Michelle

Ulan Bator, Mongolia

Mongolian

Kristen

Beijing, China

Mandarin

Yoono

Beirut, Lebanon

English & Arabic

Luca

Bogota, Colombia

Spanish (attended French international school)

As previously noted, understanding L2 students’ experience with peer
review was not the motivating question for the initial study, but the extent
to which participants mentioned it in interviews and how positively they
Siczek, M. M. (2020). L2 Writers’ experience with peer review in mainstream first-year writing:
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framed it motivated me to re-engage with the data to make more sense of
this particular pedagogical activity. Re-engaging with the data involved
reviewing transcripts from interviews with all 10 participants and isolating any sections of text that mentioned peer review. I then analyzed
these data via a process of open coding to isolate themes that characterized participants’ descriptions of peer review (Merriam, 2009; van Manen,
1990). Once initial themes emerged, the data were sorted and analyzed
again, which resulted in further refinement of the thematic structure for
the findings. Three key themes emerged from inductive analyses of transcript excerpts referencing participants’ experience with peer review: (a)
perception of self, (b) perception of peers, and (c) perception of process.
Findings
The arrangement of findings in this section not only brought into
view the three core themes that emerged from the analysis of interview
transcripts but also highlighted the complex ways in which participants’
descriptions of peer review cross multiple thematic categories. As shown
in Table 2, each main theme is organized around two descriptive subthemes and accompanied by a series of illustrative quotes by participants,
who are referred to using pseudonyms (see Table 1). Participants’ words
are rendered verbatim with an occasional clarification in brackets or
omission of filler expressions such as “like” or “you know.”
Table 2
Summary of Findings
Theme
Perception of self

Subthemes
Self-consciousness or perceived inability to make meaningful
contribution to peer review
Comparative description of self versus L1 peers

Perception of
peers

Perception of shared experience

Perception of
process

Descriptions of format and structure of peer review

Rhetorical awareness, exposure to new perspectives, modeling
Peer review as situated in larger recursive process of writing and
strategic openness to feedback
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Theme 1: Perception of Self
A key element of the socioacademic space model is self, which reflects
students’ own contributions and interactions in the FYW class, as well as
how they interpret or perceive themselves in this environment. Two subthemes, with illustrative quotes and analysis, are further described below.
Subtheme 1: Self-Consciousness
The first subtheme relates to participants’ feelings of self-consciousness during the peer review process. In line with the “arc of lived experience” conceptualized in the socioacademic space model, it is natural that
L2 participants’ initial experience with peer review would create a feeling
of insecurity as they are projected into a new situation that involves direct
interaction with their L1 peers via an instructor-assigned task. As the following quotes indicate, participants tended to enter into peer review with
a feeling of self-consciousness, often accompanied by a concern that they
were not qualified to give meaningful feedback to their L1 peers.
At first, I felt a little nervous, like I was curious about what they will
tell about my paper. [. . .] Sometimes I was very jealous for American
students. When I read their papers, I couldn’t find any mistakes or
something like that because I am not native speaker so it is hard for
me to critique or analyze it. (Michelle)
Because their essays are good so it’s hard for me to find some weak
points. Like I only [say] “Oh, it’s good” but I might just come up with
some easy good point and then I say, “Oh, it’s just good.” But I don’t
know what a good point is. (Crystal)
Kristen also mentioned feeling anxious about sharing her own writing
because she did not know “if there is a lot of grammar problem or anything
in there that is funny.” Over time, she became more comfortable because
she realized her classmates could “correct” her and give her helpful guidance, which enabled her to conclude: “It’s not as hard as I think.” John,
on the other hand, seemed to feel more self-conscious knowing that the
feedback was coming from peers rather than the instructor:

Siczek, M. M. (2020). L2 Writers’ experience with peer review in mainstream first-year writing:
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Back there [in his home country] I used to be the best, now I’m probably the worst. When it’s the teacher [giving feedback], I don’t really
mind cause I’m kind of writing for her or for him [but] when people,
other people, see whatever I’m writing about, I don’t know, I feel kind
of weird.
Subtheme 2: Comparative Descriptions
The second subtheme under perception of self focuses on comparative
descriptions of self versus L1 peers. It was clear that participants’ description
of their own hesitation or self-consciousness was a reflection of how they
perceived themselves relative to their L1 classmates. Participants seemed to
assume that these so-called “native speakers,” a term they often used to refer
to their L1 peers, automatically had more authority over the language necessary to produce effective writing. In some cases, participants indicated that
they believed their American peers were better at writing because they had
more experience. For example, Michelle noted that “maybe one of the big
reasons is that they are native speakers and they have more experience
because maybe they wrote papers in the high school in English.” In her previous education, her assignments in English involved “just listening and
doing exercise or learning the past or present tense.” For Crystal, she as
sumed that her L1 peers would get As, which meant that “they know what
I should improve on. [. . .] I would say their language is good, their essay
flow well compared to ours. I think that’s the one reason why our grade
is lower compared to them.” Ai commented on his surprise that “other
Americans in my same age [are] using some really beautiful words that I
never thought of something like that. I actually learn a lot from the peer
review.” He goes on to say that he struggled to offer feedback in peer review
because his classmate’s essay was long and lexically dense, noting “maybe it
was a struggle for me to understand the real meaning of it.” What Ai seemed
to be implying here was that a command of language was a key signifier of
depth in writing.
Though the general trend was that L1 peers had a more natural command of the language, participants who felt more confident about their own
abilities were less likely to draw such distinctions between themselves and
their L1 peers. For example, Yoono emphasized his confidence in providing
Siczek, M. M. (2020). L2 Writers’ experience with peer review in mainstream first-year writing:
Socioacademic dimensions. Journal of Response to Writing, 6(2), 102–128.

L2 Writers’ Experience With Peer Review • 113

feedback on his classmates’ written work: “I think I understood generally
what my friends wanted to talk about in their papers and I knew what
they could research or talk about to enhance their paper.” Lora was also an
interesting case because her assessment of some of her peers was that their
writing was not as strong as she had assumed: “That was surprising to me
because they didn’t do something well. [. . .] I didn’t expect that. I thought
they were, like, more thoughtful or professional.” Based on these findings,
participants overwhelmingly perceived themselves relationally when it
came to peer review. Participants tended to assume that their L1 peers were
better at English and better writers and thus automatically more qualified to
offer peer feedback and succeed at writing assignments.
Theme 2: Perception of Peers
According to the socioacademic space model, peers are key influencers
of a student’s academic experience. As indicated in Theme 1, L2 participants’ general perception was that their L1 peers were better writers and
better qualified peer reviewers. At the same time, the peer review experience seemed to help integrate L2 writers into the classroom community, and
peers were perceived as responsible and helpful. Participants also viewed
opportunities to review their peers’ writing as ways of gaining perspective,
for example, gaining perspective into diverse approaches to the topic or
assignment or gaining the benefit of their L1 peers’ informed perspective
on their own writing. Two subthemes related to participants’ perception of
their FYW classmates can be found below.
Subtheme 1: Perception of Shared Experience
The first subtheme under the perception of peers was participants’ view
that peer review made them part of a classroom community, which included
a positive impression of the “help” given and a negative judgement about
classmates who did not contribute sufficiently to the peer review process.
When characterizing the peer review experience, participants conveyed the
atmosphere as inclusive and supportive. For example, Ai said:
I think I love the peer review thing. [. . .] I don’t expect the student
conference the peer review is taken in a really casual setting. We have
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three students and then in professor’s office and kind of chatting style,
really relaxed and enjoyable.
Han gil emphasized the sense of community he felt with his group: “Class
mates are really good. They are really helpful too. [. . .] I really liked my
group.” And when participants lacked confidence in the drafts they produced, it seemed their peers helped make them feel better. Yoono, for
example, entered peer review for his second paper with an incomplete
draft and assumed he would receive a lot of critical comments from his
peers, but instead “they tried being friendly; they tried to tell me ‘Listen,
your paper’s all right, don’t worry.’” Luca expressed some concerns similar
to those outlined in Theme 1 but countered these with a comment about
how positive and supportive her peers were:
I did like [peer review] because, I mean, sometimes you tend to be
very harsh on your paper and probably I think that I’m insecure
because I’m not like American speaker (laughter) English speaker or
I don’t have the same knowledge when it comes to writing in English
so I’m very insecure when it comes to that [. . .] but then when my
friends read it, [they said] “No, it’s actually interesting. You need to
structure it better or do this, correct that,” so that was a really good
experience that I liked a lot. [. . .] I thought my paper was, like, awful
but they had better opinion of my paper than I did.
To build on this point, some participants were amazed and impressed
by the amount of effort their peers put into helping them. Crystal commented: “Some American students like they really pay so much attention
to the peer review, especially for my second one [. . .] she almost, like,
correct all the things I did.” Amy seemed to interpret her peers’ attention
to the process as a form of care:
I found that the students there are, they are really responsible [. . .] so I
felt a little ashamed about—I only finished the peer review rubric, that
is the obligated, mandatory thing. But my peer, she actually printed
out all my paper—I wrote a really long paper, around 15 pages. She
print them all and do, like, detailed notes and cross out things and add
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things in my paper. [. . .] I felt really “Wow!” They put a lot of effort in
my paper.
Interestingly, members of peer review groups who were not considered
responsible contributors were viewed in a negative light, as can be seen in
Luca’s comment:
[For the peer review] I got the only guy that was not interested in the
subject so it was very awful. We were like, well, he didn’t do the homework, he didn’t do stuff so we’re okay. That was hard.
In addition to passing judgment on the noncontributor, Luca indicated a
sense of solidarity with the other members of her group who took the task
seriously. I would argue that participants themselves did not want to be
seen as not contributing sufficiently to the process despite their concern,
as highlighted in Theme 1, that they did not feel confident about making
meaningful contributions to peer review. Hence a sense of community
building and a pressure to be viewed as legitimate members of the classroom community seemed to exist simultaneously in the context of peer
review in this FYW setting.
Subtheme 2: Rhetorical Awareness, Exposure to Perspectives, and Modeling
The second subtheme under perception of peers related to participants’
growing rhetorical awareness and exposure to new ideas. Participants’ experience with peer review gave them access to perspectives on writing—and
to writing assignments—that they may not have had if peer review had not
been a required component of the class. Ai commented:
When you’re writing a paper, you don’t find that much weakness but
when other people view your paper, you find actually “Oh, I missed so
much” and why others not understand [. . .] so how I can revise and
then make it more clear?
Kristen saw peer review as an opportunity to know what she should change
in her writing, noting that her peers “give some good idea.” Michelle linked
this benefit directly to the fact that her peer reviewers were American: “I
think that they were American students and I like their writing style [. . .] so
Siczek, M. M. (2020). L2 Writers’ experience with peer review in mainstream first-year writing:
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I did [followed] the advice as can.” In these cases, participants were articulating the benefit they could gain by getting direct feedback from what they
perceived to be their more highly qualified peers.
Participants also described the benefit of peer review as a means of
gaining insight into their peers’ ways of thinking or approaches to writing
assignments. For example, Ai commented:
Peer review is really useful. [. . .] It’s useful on paper and benefit as well
and because we are all doing the same topic, but we can see people
choosing different images and have their own ideas [. . .] reading other
student’s paper can not only allow me to know more about this topic
but also I can know what they think and how they think that way. And
then maybe future, I can think about that way as well so.
Some excerpts also indicated that having access to their peers’ writing
helped give participants not only ideas about how to approach their own
writing assignments but also a sense of whether they were on the right
track. Luca had an extremely positive view of peer review because “you
see how the people do this stuff that they’re doing.” The insights she gained
were based not only on her observations about what her peers did well but
also where they may have had problems: “The mistakes that they made,
that made me think ‘Oh, maybe I’m doing the same thing.’ [It] was an
example for me of what should I do or what I should not do.” The following
comment from Lora targets both her sense of group integration and what
she thinks she can gain from the peer review process:
I think it’s a good thing to do to more interact with the classmates
because peer review and you can learn how the natives, Americans,
how they view this question or assignment or how to do that. [. . .] In
our class, our professor sometimes let us review or write some critique
of others’ works or reading others’ works to let us make sure what are
we doing fine or let us know what others’ opinion is. [. . .] But some of
them are really good, yes, and they can write some thoughtful things
or have some deep thought of problem or new ways to look at things.
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Both exposing their work and being exposed to their peers’ work encouraged rhetorical awareness, exploration of new ideas and perspectives, better
understandings of assignments, and “models” of writing to emulate.
Theme 3: Perception of Process
The third theme captures participants’ descriptions and understandings of peer review as a situated learning activity designed by the instructor,
another element at the core of the socioacademic space model. On one
level, participants’ descriptions of peer review provided insights as to how
peer review was structured in these FYW classes. At the same time, we
can glean information about the extent to which peer review contributed
to participants’ overall understanding of writing as a recursive process and
how strategically they perceived its value. The larger theme of participants’
perception of process is broken down into two subthemes.
Subtheme 1: Descriptions of Format and Structure of Peer Review
The first subtheme under perceptions of process reflects participants’
characterization of how peer review was structured in their FYW classroom. Peer review groups were clearly the most common organizing principle for this task, often beginning with an out-of-class meeting for the
group prior to a meeting with the instructor in their office. Amy indicated:
“We did a group peer reviews before class. And [then] we’re going to go to
the office to talk to the professor about our papers.” Crystal’s description
provided further perspective into the group arrangement:
I did a peer review [with] three American students [. . .] we don’t have
class just one of those three days you need to go to the office and meet
with your peers and the professor and they will tell you how you do
with your first draft [. . .] it’s slow but you could make sure you are on
the right track.
For several participants, peer review took the form of writing letters to
their peers prior to a conference with their instructor:
We are supposed to write a letter to each other, so I’m supposed to
write four letters, one per each person’s essay about how they’re doing
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[. . .] and we’ll meet in one group and then talk about it with the professor. (Han gil)
We had small workshops where basically we would have to write letters to our other members explaining what are the assets and—not
errors—but, like, your weaknesses in your paper. And we would sit
for an hour and 15 minutes with our professor, and we would just talk
one by one about each one’s paper. (Yoono)
Some arrangements were described as more complex and labor intensive,
such as Luca’s description of how peer review groups were formed and the
roles that students were expected to play:
It takes a lot of time especially because the professor gives us a whole
list of things that we need to do for that workshop group. The big one
where you have to be the content responder of one girl and look [at] a
bunch of stuff that she gives you, then the rhetoric response of another
girl and her paper and then the general responder. So, it takes a lot of
time to do those things.
As seen in the participants’ quotations, in most cases peer review was a
relatively structured activity, with students commenting on one another’s
drafts or writing letters to members of their peer group before having a
group conference with the instructor. Though participants did not mention this directly, my sense was that this contributed to the sense of trust
they developed with their peers.
Subtheme 2: Larger Recursive Process and Strategic Openness
Another subtheme involved participants’ growing understanding of
peer review as situated in the larger recursive process of writing and their
strategic openness to feedback. It was clear that participants considered
peer review an opportunity to improve their writing to better meet assignment expectations. For example, Ai commented that having three people
read his essay before the final draft helped with his revision, and Amy
noted: “I still don’t know what’s my performance for the paper but at least
I think it’s much better than the rough draft.” John similarly commented:
“After all the comments [. . .] I think it ended up pretty well.” As mentioned
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earlier, rather than feeling threatened or insecure about having their work
read and critiqued by their peers, participants described an openness to
this feedback, which I believe reflected a form of agency these L2 students
exercised within this FYW-classroom context. Yoono said: “I knew that
my first draft was horrible and that it needed a lot of work, so I wasn’t
afraid for criticism to come.” Expressing a similar openness, Han gil said:
I mean I feel like “Oh, maybe this is workable.” I really don’t feel anything if I get bad or good. I really don’t care because if they give me good
feedback that means that I’m okay. If they give me bad, I can improve
so for me it’s like totally fine no matter what they say, it’s totally fine
[. . .] but I feel like it still cannot reach the level of what professor want.
Cause once I thought what if I write exactly like what the other guys tell
me, then will my grade change but it didn’t.
As seen in some of the excerpts under Theme 2, it could be said
that L1 peer reviewers regularly engaged in textual appropriation when
offering highly detailed comments and corrections on the participants’
drafts. Participants’ acceptance of this, I would argue, links back to their
perception that their L1 peers generally had more authority over language
and content and to their strategic engagement with peer review. Having
said this, it was clear that regardless of the value of feedback they felt
they had received, the instructor still had ultimate authority over writing
assessment.
Discussion
This qualitative study explored 10 L2 writers’ experiences with peer
review within the socioacademic space (Siczek, 2018) of a predominantly L1
mainstream FYW course at a U.S. university. All study participants clearly
considered peer review a valuable component of the class and a mechanism
for socioacademic integration. Their interview responses coalesced around
three main themes that help illuminate this socioacademic experience: (a)
perception of self, (b) perception of peers, and (c) perception of process.
The thematic findings of this study clearly relate to the socioacademic core
of the socioacademic space model (see Figure 1): self, peers, instructional
materials and tasks, and instructor. They also reflect the overall “arc” of
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participants’ lived experience as they moved from self-consciousness and
insecurity to growing confidence and a sense of connection to the community through the mediated activity of peer review.
A deeper exploration of the findings revealed the multiple and complex ways participants perceived peer review within this FYW setting. On
one level, the pedagogical goal of peer review seemed to have been realized. Participants came to recognize the recursive nature of writing (Elbow,
1973; Flower & Hayes, 1981), develop rhetorical awareness (Mangelsdorf
& Ruecker, 2018; Mittan, 1989; Ruecker, 2014), and actively engage in
their own learning (Hu, 2005; Nicol et al., 2014). For these participants,
access to their peers’ writing was also a means of understanding how others
approached writing assignments and of developing self-understandings
based on what they observed (Cho & Cho, 2011; Hu, 2005; Mittan, 1989).
The study’s findings indicate that the L2 writers viewed themselves relationally, often as compared to their L1 peers, which was reflected in their
initial trepidation with peer review and their general sense that they did
not have as much to contribute to the peer review process, similar to what
has been found in previous research (e.g., Allaei & Connor, 1990; Braine,
1996; Mangelsdorf, 1992; Ruecker, 2014; Zhu, 2001).
Having said that, L2 participants did not seem to internalize a negative self-perception based on their experience with peer review. Rather,
they viewed their L1 peers’ expertise as a natural outgrowth of their
background as “native” speakers of English who had been educated in
the United States, and participants saw peer review as a means of gaining
access to this expertise. I would also argue that there was something
aspirational in how participants viewed themselves relative to their L1
peers. Through peer review in a mainstream FYW class, they were given
a window into their classmates’ ideas, language use, and approaches to
writing assignments; the study’s findings revealed that a number of participants seemed to aspire to thinking and writing in similar ways.
The findings also revealed that engaging in peer review made participants feel they were part of a shared classroom experience, which supports
characterizations of peer review as a means of integration or socialization
(Ferris, 2003; Ferris & Hedgcock, 2014; Hansen & Liu, 2005). In the larger
study that these data were drawn from, L2 participants described a highly
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participatory and dynamic classroom environment but acknowledged that
class discussions tended to be dominated by the “American” students.
Generally, the L2 students had a difficult time making their voices heard
and connecting with their classmates. It was clear that participants’ most
significant interactions with their L1 classmates centered around peer
review and that membership in a peer review group created a feeling of
solidarity within the larger classroom context. Participants generally felt
welcomed and supported by their peer reviewers and even found them to
be “cheerleaders” when they lacked confidence in their own writing. From
a pedagogical perspective, it is also notable that instructors created the
conditions for these relationships to develop by having peer review groups
meet by themselves before any kind of workshop or interaction with the
instructor, a practice that maps with Hyland’s (2000) point that over-involvement by the instructor may diminish students’ level of engagement
with peer review.
In addition, there was little indication that feedback from peers was
seen as less valid because they lacked the authority of the instructor, a
finding of early studies by Zhang (1995) and Nelson and Carson (1998).
This study’s findings are more aligned with Chang’s (2016) point that peer
review is seen as valid when it complements instructor feedback. Data
showed that participants viewed their peers’ attentiveness to their work
as validating, but at the same time, it reinforced classroom hierarchies.
For example, a number of participants described the feedback as kind and
helpful, as if their L1 peers were doing them a favor, reflecting Ruecker’s
(2014) concern that L1 peers are considered “possessors of English and
therefore the ultimate authorities concerning its use” (p. 99). This view
was reinforced in participants’ perception that their L1 peers had more
authority over language and content and that the instructor had the ultimate authority regardless of the peer feedback received. I would also argue
that their perception of their L1 peers’ authority gave participants confidence in the quality of the feedback they received and seemed to increase
their buy-in regarding the benefit of peer review. It was also interesting
to note that participants sometimes perceived peers negatively based on
what they observed during peer review. For example, participants passed
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judgment on L1 peers whose drafts were not as “professional” as they had
expected or when peers made minimal effort in the peer review process.
Another notable point of analysis based on this study’s findings is that
during the course of the semester, participants became more comfortable
with the process of peer review and began to view it more strategically.
In other words, regardless of how self-conscious they felt about having
their writing reviewed by L1 peers, the benefit they perceived made them
open to peer review, which connects to research about the role students’
motives play in peer review contexts (Storch, 2004; Yu & Lee, 2015; Zhu
& Mitchell, 2012). I argue that the insecurity participants felt was largely
counterbalanced by a strategic understanding of what they might gain by
engaging in peer review. Participants also seemed to value peer review as
an opportunity to make sure they were “OK” relative to their classroom
peers, and they hoped to move their drafts one step closer to what the
instructor expected from the assignment. They also displayed a high level
of attentiveness to what could be learned by having access to their peers’
writing, an openness to critical feedback, and a willingness to accept the
revisions suggested by their peers. Thus, while it is true that there was evidence of textual appropriation on the part of their L1 peers, participants
strategically accepted this in the hope of improving their own writing
outcomes. This acceptance can be characterized as a form of agency L2
writers exercise in the process of peer review in FYW.
Conclusion
The findings of this study highlight the multiplicity of factors that
shape L2 students’ socialization into a mainstream FYW classroom community through the pedagogical activity of peer review. This research
fulfills the need for more inquiry into students’ experiences with peer
review—as emphasized by Chang (2016), Hyland and Hyland (2006),
and Yu and Lee (2016)—as well as the need to apply sociocultural theoretical frameworks to better understand the lived experience of diverse
students. The more we know about how students “live” the experiences
of being a part of our academic communities, the better we can understand them and design a more inclusive pedagogy. This study was also
well positioned within the dynamic framework of Siczek’s (2018) socioacademic space model. Although peer review activities were designed by
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the instructor—and clearly reflect a process-based orientation to writing
instruction—the findings of this study highlight the significance of peer
interactions in this mediated classroom space. This research also provides insights into how L2 writers position themselves within the activity
of peer review and within the FYW class more generally.
One limitation of this study was that it was conducted in a relatively elite university context, a private university on the east coast of the
United States. In addition, the sample was not representative, and thus,
the results are not generalizable. It should also be noted that participants’
peer review experience was not systematically investigated in the original
study. I would argue, however, that the fact that the topic of peer review
emerged naturally—unsolicited in the interview protocol—adds power
to these findings. Limitations in the scope of this inquiry should also be
acknowledged; I did not evaluate participants’ uptake of the peer review
comments they received or the final written product. However, their
comments signaled the perceived benefit they gained from the experience and their understanding of the larger recursive process of writing.
This perception of benefit would be a strong motivation for participants
to seek future opportunities for peer feedback and advance on the path
of becoming better writers.
The findings of this study invite further exploration into motives,
self-efficacy, and agency in the context of mixed peer review. I would
also suggest more research into socioacademic aspects of peer review
that involve both L1 and L2 students. In light of findings related to the
format for peer review and the role of the instructor, we also need to
know more about what works and how instructors can make the most of
peer review to promote engaged interaction. For this purpose, I would
suggest more research into “peer talk” and how meanings, needs, and
feedback are negotiated among students and even between students and
their instructor in post peer review conference meetings. Hence, more
exploration of positioning, voice, and stance in peer review—particularly in mixed peer review groups—would be a valuable contribution to
the literature.
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